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Abstract 
Social programs like welfare are controversial and largely dependent on attitudes individuals 
have towards those in poverty (Cammett, 2014). Those who believe poverty is a personal fault 
tend to support eliminating welfare programs while those who believe poverty is out of an 
individual’s control do not support cutting welfare. In two studies, I examine the impact of 
cueing bias and the use of perspective taking on perceptions of poverty and attitude/support for 
welfare programs (considering participants’ political ideology). In Study 1, I hypothesized that if 
participants were presented with a cue that brought their racial or gender biases to the forefront 
then their perceptions of poverty and welfare programs would be reduced. In Study 2, I 
hypothesized that undergoing perspective taking would shift viewpoints towards viewing poverty 
as an institutional problem and increase support for welfare programs. Results of Study 1 
suggested that subtle cues did not have an effect on perceptions of poverty, but decreased support 
for eliminating welfare programs. Results of Study 2 suggested that perspective taking made 
participants more likely to attribute poverty to systemic causes, but did not improve support for 
welfare programs. Implications for research and policy are discussed. 
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Altering Perceptions of Poverty and Support for Welfare Programs: Utilizing  
Cues and a Perspective Taking Simulation 
Nowadays there really is no primary poverty left in this country. In Western 
countries we are left with the problems which aren't poverty. All right, there may be 
poverty because people don't know how to budget, don't know how to spend their 
earnings, but now you are left with the really hard fundamental character—
personality defect.      – Margaret Thatcher, 1978 
 
British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher was not alone in her sentiment that poverty is 
the result of laziness rather than broken social structures. According to several studies (c.f., 
PSARI, 2016; Shildrick & MacDonald, 2013), United States citizens generally think that the 
poor are poor by choice and that they have all the tools to be prosperous. Yet, research suggests 
there are many structural barriers to lower socio-economic individuals that prevent those in 
poverty from finding employment opportunities to better their status. These barriers include lack 
of recent work experience, inadequate child care needs, lack of transportation, mental health 
issues, lack of higher education, physical disabilities, and history of drug or alcohol problems 
(Rubio, 2015). The transportation barrier seems especially important as people under the poverty 
line spend anywhere from 2.3% to 4.6% more time on commuting to work than the general 
population. Moreover, an average of 10% more of the income of those in poverty goes directly 
towards transportation and housing (Puentes, 2008).  
Structural barriers against those in poverty are widespread. Racial disparities suggest a 
strong structural element to poverty. Every state in the United States, with the exception of 
Hawaii and Utah, has a significantly disproportionate number of unemployed Black Americans 
compared to their White counterparts (Emeka, 2018). When Alaska and New Mexico are 
removed, this difference becomes even more pronounced while controlling for the population 
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differences among races in each state. These numbers provide evidence that Black Americans are 
more likely to be unemployed than White Americans (Emeka, 2018).  
In areas of high poverty, education level serves as a major barrier for intergenerational 
mobility. High school students in urban areas of high poverty have a statistically lower chance of 
being successful (Chapman, Laird, Ifill, & KewalRamani, 2011). Students who live in 
households that are in the lower 20% economically are five times more likely to not complete 
high school than students who live in the top 20%. Another study found that the barriers these 
same students face when it comes to accessing higher education including inadequate access to 
money, time and information (Drotos & Cilesiz 2016).  
Taken together, these findings suggest that there are many structural factors that 
contribute to and perpetuate poverty. In other words, rising out of poverty is not simply a choice 
– as Thatcher and many American believe. There are challenges that individuals in poverty face 
that perpetuate their status. As such, social programs like Welfare are critically important to 
provide basic support for those in poverty and are utilized by 21% of the U.S. population (U.S. 
Census Bureau,2015). Welfare programs have shown a positive effect on child outcomes 
(Moffitt, 1998). For example, the Women, Infants, and Children (W.I.C.) program which 
provides support for healthcare for pregnant mothers, welfare checks, food and formula for the 
infant after delivery has shown an increase in proper pre-natal care, a healthier gestational age, 
and lower infant-mortality rates (Moffitt, 1998).  
Consequences of Fixed Attitudes Toward Poverty  
There are many consequences for negative perceptions of those in poverty. The attitude 
that people in poverty are responsible for their status is what drives negative perceptions 
(Michels, 2013). Those in poverty experience high levels of shame, and missed opportunities 
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from biases (Walker, 2014). These negative attitudes can have detrimental effects on not just 
those in poverty, but on the economy in general (Lakasing, 2015). When those in poverty 
experience shame for being impoverished, they are less likely to seek aid which can make it 
harder to rise socio-economically. Research examining those labeled by the government as living 
below the poverty line shows that even people who fall below this line tend to avoid labeling 
themselves as poor and also hold negative perceptions about those impoverished. Shildrick and 
MacDonald (2013) found that people in poverty in Britain, when asked about their status, would 
say that they were “getting by”. Then when asked about their thoughts of people in poverty they 
thought of people in third world countries, not themselves. These perceptions can also lead to 
less desire to get out of poverty because of internal blame, and not seeing a way out of the 
poverty cycle. This strain of an internal locus of control comes with guilt and shame and leads to 
lower quality of life (Walker, 2014). Shame does not lead to motivation in individuals, but a 
tendency to withdraw from society in order to protect themselves from external judgement 
(Gupta, 2015).  
Perhaps most importantly, policy implications are also impacted by negative perceptions 
of those in poverty. If individuals do not see a purpose in giving aid to the poor, then the 
government is less likely to fund welfare programs. Governmental defunding of such programs 
can be detrimental because so many people rely on welfare and other forms of government aid to 
maintain basic quality of life. Out of the percentage of the U.S. population that utilizes 
government assistance programs, the most utilized programs are Medicaid and Food Stamps 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). This suggests that the people utilizing these programs are using 
them the most for access to food and medical care. If the government were to defund these 
programs because they no longer saw the need, or use, then 21% of the population would lose 
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access to needed aid. With public opinion often being a factor in policy, and that it played a 
major part in the Welfare reform in the 1990s (Soss & Schram 2007), it is important to examine 
these perceptions. 
Predictors of Attitudes Toward Poverty and Welfare 
A large body of research suggests that there are many predictors of negative attitudes 
toward the poor. Despite the fact that in the United States the majority of welfare recipients are 
White, the perceptions of Black Americans on welfare drive perceptions (Cammett, 2014). There 
is a strong correlation between viewpoints such as “blacks are lazy” and welfare recipients being 
undeserving (Gilens, 1999), showing that racial bias is a major predictor of perception.  In an 
experimental study, Frederico (2005) found that when a racial cue was presented, participants 
were more likely to have hostile emotions towards welfare. The racial cue was also a significant 
predictor of a negative perception of the poor (Federico, 2005). This research shows us that if 
one is thinking of “black poverty” one is more likely to have a negative perception.  
Research also shows us that perspectives on women in poverty is another predictor of 
attitudes. Along with the belief that many of the recipient of welfare programs are African 
American, many Americans believe women make up a disproportionate number of welfare 
recipients. This belief is amplified when picturing women with multiple children (Thomas, 
1997). Another prevalent belief in perceptions of gender bias in poverty is that women lack the 
knowledge, and work ethic to be successful (Bullock, 2013). Taken together, there is strong 
evidence that gender’s effect on the perception of welfare stems from the stereotypical 
differentiation of work by those in different genders. When a woman stays in the home to take 
care of the children, specifically in the context of single parent homes, the amount of time that is 
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put into child care is undervalued and not compensated compared to the time one puts into a paid 
employment. This undervaluation plays a major factor in gender perspectives (Orloff, 1996). 
Political ideology is another predictor of attitudes towards welfare. Edemen (1977) 
defines the right/conservative viewpoint as one who blames the individual for their problem 
citing low morality, intelligence and ambition; and the left/liberal viewpoint as one who sees the 
individuals as victims to social and economic structures that put them at a disadvantage. A study 
done while controlling for other important factors such as race and economic status supported 
that attitudes towards welfare programs are impacted by political ideology with the stratification 
of political ideology aligning with differing viewpoints on individual versus structural poverty 
(Groskind, 1994).  
Interventions to Reduce Negative Perceptions of Poverty and Welfare 
 Research suggests that it is possible to reduce negative perceptions of poverty and 
welfare through cueing an individual’s image of poverty and through the process of perspective 
taking. Previous research (i.e., Frederico, 2005) utilized racial cues as a proximal predictor of 
perceptions of poverty. Experimenters changed phrases from asking about a man in poverty to 
asking about a black man in poverty and found that this cue influenced the way the participant 
responded. They found that participants who received the racial cue had a stronger relationship 
between their negative racial biases and opinions on welfare (Federico, 2005). This study 
demonstrated that bias has an effect on how an individual views people in poverty, shifting the 
relationship from a more structural view of poverty towards an individualistic view. Therefore, if 
an individual limits their view of poverty to those different from them, their negative perceptions 
may increase. 
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Conversely, past research has also shown that individuals who undergo perspective 
taking have less bias (Müller, 2017). Müller and other researchers showed that perspective taking 
allows one to mentally assimilate with the targeted perspective and therefore reduces the 
imagined gap between the individual and the perspective taken (Wang, Ku, Tai, & Galinsky, 
2013). Examining how people perceive the poor is an examination of how an individual 
perceives their outgroup members. Perspective taking has been utilized to increase empathy for 
non-Asian Americans towards outgroup Asian Americans (Shih, Wang, Bucher, & Stotzer, 
2009). Participants in Shih and colleagues (2009) study that underwent the perspective taking 
condition viewed a video clip, and were asked to imagine themselves in the position of the main 
character. The clip featured a young Asian American discussing the challenges she faced. The 
participants in the control condition were also shown the video but were asked to think of what a 
newspaper reviewer might write about the clip. All participants were asked to write a paragraph 
on their thoughts, and then evaluate an undergraduate application packet of either a White, or an 
Asian student and rate how likely they were to admit the student. Their results showed that the 
participants in the perspective taking condition put themselves in the shoes of the Asian 
American, showed more empathy for the outgroup and were more likely to admit the outgroup 
student than the control. These results are in line with previous research (Müller, 2017) and 
shows that perspective taking is a reasonable technique in reducing bias and inducing a more 
empathetic perspective on a member of an outgroup. 
Another way that has been used to utilize the tool of perspective taking is video games. 
Multiple studies have used this tool to moderate bias in individuals (Di Tore, 2014 & Dishon & 
Kafai, 2020). A study done to examine if implicit racial bias could be altered in graduate students 
utilized this technique (Gutierrez, Kaatz, Chu, Ramirez, Samson-Samuel, & Carnes, 2014). This 
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study compared two different techniques that can operationalize perspective taking, reading a 
narrative and playing a video game. In this video game participants undertook the role of a black 
graduate student and had to navigate difficulties that arose pertaining to obtaining a degree. They 
then measured the efficiency of both techniques by having participant in both conditions take an 
Implicit Association Test. Their findings were that participants who played the game showed less 
implicit racial bias than those who read the narrative. 
Present Research 
I conducted two studies to determine the many factors that impact attitudes toward 
poverty and support for welfare programs. In Study 1, I explored how perceptions of poverty are 
associated with support for welfare programs. I also considered the impact of subtle cues on 
perceptions of poverty and attitudes/support for welfare programs with the prediction that those 
primed with race or gender cues would have a less structural perspective on poverty and less 
support for welfare than those not primed with those cues. In Study 2, I explored the impact of a 
simulation designed to encourage participants to take the perspective of lower-income 
individuals on attitudes toward poverty and support for welfare programs with the prediction that 
taking part in a perspective-taking activity would think poverty is more structural and be less 
likely to support elimination of welfare programs. Both studies consider key demographic (e.g., 
race, sex, socio-economic status, political ideology) factors that may impact the effectiveness of 
these manipulations.  
Study 1 Methods 
Participants 
I recruited a convenience sample of 144 adults, 8 were removed for incomplete data, 
leaving 136 (115 females, 20 males, 1 self-describing). A large percentage (61%) of the sample 
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were college students. The mean age for the participants was 25.86 (SD = 10.41).  In terms of 
racial identity 89 identified as “White”, 12 identified as “Black or African American”, 10 
identified as “Asian”, 12 identified as “Multi-racial and 13 identified as “American Indian or 
Alaskan Native”, “Hispanic” or other. Participants’ socioeconomic status was normally 
distributed with most identifying as “Middle Class” (30%) followed by “Upper Middle Class” 
(26%) and Lower Middle Class” (24%). The majority of the participants self-identified as 
politically liberal (47%) followed by “Moderate” (35%) and “Conservative” (13%). Six percent 
chose not to respond.  
Participants were recruited through email list serves, in- class presentations, and social 
media platforms. All participants provided informed consent and were debriefed afterwards. 
Participants were provided with a chance to win a $25 and $50 gift card if they chose to enter 
their email after the completion of the study. They were notified about their right to withdraw 
their participation at any point during the study.  
Design 
I utilized a between groups, posttest only experimental design. The independent variable 
in the experiment was the presentation of bias cues. Participants completed one of three different 
study conditions: two experimental variations and one control. All participants self-reported 
perceptions of poverty (two items) and attitude/support for welfare programs (four items). 
Materials and Procedures 
The survey was presented through Qualtrics and administered online. All participants 
were presented with a research information sheet, informed of their risks, and informed that they 
could terminate their participation at any time, before they were asked for their consent. After 
consent was obtained, all three groups were asked the same demographic and classification (e.g., 
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race, age, sex, SES, and political ideology) questions. After responding to the questions the 
participants viewed their randomly assigned condition - either the cued racial bias, cued gender 
bias, or the control condition. See Appendix I for information sheet, demographic and 
classification questions. 
In the first treatment condition, I operationalized the racial bias cue by asking the 
participants to rate the amount of Black and White Americans’ use of various welfare programs. 
In the second treatment condition, I operationalized the gender bias cue by asking the 
participants to rate female and male Americans’ amount of use of various welfare programs. In 
the control condition, the participants were asked to rate the percentage of the general population 
using welfare programs. Percent using welfare programs ranged from 0-100. The statements 
were as follows: “Receives government aid”, “Receives food Stamps”, “Is on Medicaid”, “Gets 
unemployment benefits”, and “Is considered as living in poverty”.  
In the Cued Racial Bias condition, the participants were also asked to rate the same set of 
statements in the control group, and a follow up race specific question. This question asked the 
participants to look at the following government assistance programs and rate them on a five-
point scale from “Majority Used by White Americans” to “Majority Used by Black Americans”. 
The programs listed were “Food Stamps”, “Medicaid”, “Public Housing”, “Welfare”, and 
“Unemployment Benefits”.  
In the Cued Gender Bias condition, the participants were asked to rate the same 
statements in the control group, and a follow up gender specific question. The same format of the 
race specific question was used. This question asked the participants to look at the same 
government assistance programs as the other cued condition and rate them on a five-point scale 
from “Majority Used by Women” to “Majority Used by Men”. 
 
ALTERING PERCEPTIONS OF POVERTY AND WELFARE  12 
After their treatment condition was presented, all participants were asked to respond to 
several attitude questions assessing their perceptions of poverty and support for welfare 
programs. Poverty items included: “Do you think poor people are responsible for their own 
poverty?” with a 3-point scale from “Yes” to “Maybe” to “No” and “Do you think poor people 
can get out of poverty by themselves?” with a 5-point scale from “Definitely yes”, “Probably 
yes”, “Might or might not”, “Probably not”, “Definitely not”. As the poverty items used different 
response scales, they were not aggregated into a single scale. Attitudes toward welfare were 
assessed using three statements: “Welfare programs help more than they hinder”, “Welfare 
programs serve a purpose” and “Welfare programs are a good thing” on a 4-point scale from 
“Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree”. These three questions were aggregated to form an 
overall “Welfare Attitude” scale ( = .70). A final item assessing support for Welfare item asked 
participants to respond to the statement: “If I could choose, I would get rid of Welfare programs” 
on the same 4-point scale from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree”. At the end of the study, 
participants were debriefed. See Appendix II for poverty and welfare items. 
Study 1 Results 
Before testing my primary hypothesis, I examined relations between demographic 
variables, perception of poverty, and support for welfare items (see Table 1). I also conducted 
multiple stepwise regression analyses to examine the a) relation between perceptions of poverty 
and attitude/support for welfare and b) the impact of political ideology on welfare attitudes and 
support for welfare. In line with previous research, regression analysis suggested that each of the 
two perceptions of poverty items were associated with overall attitudes toward welfare when 
controlling for experimental condition, b = -0.29, SE = 0.08, p <.001, and b = -0.20, SE = 0.05, p 
<.001, respectively (R2adjusted = .27). Higher levels of endorsement of the poverty items were 
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negatively associated with support for welfare. Including political ideology in the models 
resulted in a significant increase in R2, F(1,117) = 6.28, p <.01 (R2adjusted = .31). 
Similar results were obtained when examining the single support for welfare item. 
Regression analysis suggested that each of the two perceptions of poverty items were associated 
with support for welfare when controlling for experimental condition, b = -0.29, SE = 0.08, p 
<.001, and b = -0.20, SE = 0.05, p <.001, respectively (R2adjusted = .28). Higher levels of 
endorsement of the poverty items were negatively associated with support for welfare. Including 
political ideology in the models resulted in a marginally significant increase in R2, F(1,117) = 
3.08, p =.08 (R2adjusted = .29). These findings suggest that perceptions of poverty are important 
predictors of attitudes/support for welfare. Moreover, political ideology is an important factor to 
consider when examining perceptions of poverty and attitudes/support for welfare (see Figures 1 
and 2). 
My primary hypothesis was that if participants were presented with a cue that triggered 
an individual’s make up of poverty, then their perspective on poverty and welfare programs 
could be altered. To test whether mean levels of agreement differed between the race cue, gender 
cue, and control conditions, I conducted several ANOVAs, controlling for political ideology.1 
Results of the one-way ANOVAs indicated no omnibus differences in agreement of the 
statement “Do you think poor people are responsible for their own poverty?” (F(2, 118) = 0.914 
p = .404, p = .02), no significant differences on the statement “Do you think poor people can 
get out of poverty by themselves?” (F(2, 118) = 0.20 p = .817, p = .003), and no significant 
differences on the overall Welfare Attitude scale (F(2, 118) = 0.54 p = .58, p = .009.  
                                                          
1 Political ideology was also examined as a moderator. Despite the presence of a significant main effect, political 
ideology did not moderate the effect of perspective taking condition on and outcome variables. 
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However, results of the one-way ANOVAs examining the impact of cue on welfare 
support for welfare suggested omnibus differences, F(2, 120) = 3.66 p = .029, p = .058. A 
contrast indicated no significant difference between the gender and racial cue conditions but a 
significant difference between the race cue and control conditions and the gender cue and control 
conditions (see Table 2). Contrary to my prediction, participants in the control condition were 
significantly more likely to endorse the statement “If I could choose, I would get rid of welfare 
programs” relative to those in the cue conditions (see Figure 3).  
Study 1 Discussion 
I hypothesized that if participants used their biases to develop an image of poverty, their 
perception of poverty and attitude/support for welfare programs would change for the worse. 
However, I saw that the opposite effect occurred in relation to support for welfare programs. 
This study was designed to understand the possibility of cues in two sub-sections; namely, the 
effect on perceptions of poverty and the effect on attitudes towards and support for welfare 
programs. For the effect on perceptions of poverty, I found no significant effect on the cueing of 
racial or gender bias on an individual’s perception of those in poverty.  This is based on the two 
poverty perception questions mentioned above. There was evidence to suggest that the cueing of 
racial and gender biases might be an effective way to increase support for welfare programs, 
however. Despite these mixed results, political ideology emerged as a strong underlying factor to 
be considered when examining perceptions of poverty and support for welfare programs. The 
bias cued individuals were more likely to disagree with the statement, demonstrating that bias 
plays a factor in support of welfare programs.  
Along with these results, political ideology emerged as a strong underlying factor to be 
considered when examining perceptions of poverty and attitude/support for welfare programs. 
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Participants who self-identified as liberal were more likely to place less fault on, and 
acknowledge the difficulties of those in poverty than those who identified as conservative. 
Liberal participants showed a more positive attitude, and more support towards welfare then their 
counterparts. Moderate individuals fell in-between the two. 
These results are consistent with previous research in two main ways. The first is that the 
analysis of the data showed that biases are still important factors that influence people’s 
perception of poverty. This is consistent with Federico’s (2005) research on racial perceptions on 
poverty, where he found that if participants were asked about a black man vs a man their 
perceptions changed. In this study participants bias was measured before undergoing the 
treatment and it was observed that if participants previously possessed bias they were more likely 
to use that bias when in the cued condition. However, although my results showed that bias is a 
factor the effect of such bias in this study differs from what Federico observed. That experiment 
saw an increase in negative perceptions of people in poverty, while the current study showed an 
increase in support for welfare programs. These results may seem conflicting, but it is important 
to note that perceptions of poverty were measured differently in both studies.  The present study 
is consistent with Orloff’s (1996) research on gender, who saw that individuals still saw single 
mothers as a big percentage of those on welfare as well as the group with the most need. The 
second is that while they are closely related, perceptions of poverty and support for welfare are 
distinct constructs (c.f. Smith, 2014). Individuals may be in favor of supporting welfare but still 
believe the poor are poor by choice (and vice versa). Perhaps most importantly of all, political 
ideology emerged as an important factor in understanding perceptions of poverty and 
attitudes/support for welfare.  
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Study 2 expanded on Study 1 by using the same questions but changing the experimental 
condition from using a bias cue to the use of a perspective-taking simulation. The use of the 
simulation allows the examination of a perspective taking effect on the same set of poverty and 
welfare questions while also considering political ideology. 
Study 2 Methods 
Participants 
I recruited a convenience sample of 516 adults. Of those, 11 were removed due to 
incomplete responses leaving a sample of 505 (402 females, 98 males, 4 transgender, 1 self-
describing). A large percentage (84.4%) of the sample were college students. The mean age for 
the participants was 22.61 (SD = 8.94).  In terms of racial identity, 301 identified as “White”, 47 
identified as “Black or African American”, 81 identified as “Asian”, 40 identified as “Multi-
racial” and 36 identified as “American Indian or Alaskan Native”, “Hispanic” or “Other". 
Participants’ socioeconomic status was skewed towards the lower class with most identifying as 
“Middle Class” (35.5%) followed by “Middle Class” (31.6%) and Lower Middle Class” (20.7%). 
The majority of the participants self-identified as politically liberal (55.9%) followed by 
“Moderate” (36.8%) and “Conservative” (7.4%).  
Participants were recruited through email list serves, in- class presentations, and social 
media platforms. All participants provided informed consent and were debriefed afterwards. 
Participants were provided with a chance to win a $25 and $50 gift card if they chose to enter 
their email after the completion of the study. They were notified about their right to withdraw 
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Design 
In line with Study 1, I utilized a between groups, posttest only experimental design. 
Participants completed one of two conditions, the simulation condition or the control. All 
participants self-reported perceptions of poverty and support for welfare programs. The 
independent variable was the participation in perspective taking. In the treatment condition, I 
operationalized this construct by asking the participants to undergo a simulation that takes form 
as a question-based journey through various situations an individual in poverty might experience. 
Materials and Procedure 
The survey was administered online through Qualtrics. All participants were presented 
with a research information sheet, informed of their risks, and informed that they could terminate 
their participation at any time, before they were asked for their consent. After consent was 
obtained, both groups were asked the same demographic and classification questions from Study 
1. Participants in the simulation condition underwent the simulation and were asked a set of 
questions on their opinions, followed by a set of questions on their overall perspective on 
Welfare Programs (these questions were the same as in Study 1 as seen in Appendix 
B).Participants in the control group proceeded directly to the opinions and overall perspective on 
Welfare Programs questions. 
The simulation started out with the statement “Over 14 million Americans are 
unemployed, imagine you are one of them, you lost your job, you lost your house, you are out of 
savings, you are down to your last $1000.” Following this the participant went through a series 
of question-based scenarios. The participant had to pick a low-income job, then make choices on 
how to spend their money when different situations arose. For example, one of the scenarios the 
participant faced was figuring out where to live. They were given three choices and each varied 
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in rent, transportation costs and distances from work. Another example is that the participant was 
notified that they had not done laundry in a while and they had to choose whether to go to the 
laundry mat and wash all the clothes, wash their child’s clothes, or have both themselves and 
their child wear dirty clothes to save money.  The program kept track of how much money the 
participant had based on the choices they made. The simulation was intentionally difficult but 
based on statistics of those in poverty. If the participant ran out of money, the simulation ended 
and they were presented with a statement asking the participant to imagine if they had to live like 
this for an extended amount of time. If the participant made it to the end of the simulation they 
were presented with a congratulatory message for surviving on the bare minimum.  
The survey system kept track of how much money the participant had left subtracting and 
adding to the original $1000, when the participant reached an amount less than or equal to $0 the 
simulation part of the survey ended. The participants were periodically reminded of how much 
money they had remaining. After the simulation had ended the participants were asked how this 
effected their current views of poverty.  
In the control condition the participants proceeded from the demographic questions to the 
attitude questions and did not receive the simulation. At the end of the study, participants were 
debriefed.  
Study 2 Results 
Before testing my primary hypothesis, I examined relations between demographic 
variables, perception of poverty, and support for welfare items (see Table 3). I also conducted 
multiple regression analysis to examine the relation between perceptions of poverty and support 
for welfare. In line with previous research (and Study 1), regression analysis suggested that each 
of the two perceptions of poverty items were associated with overall attitudes toward welfare 
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when controlling for experimental condition, b = -0.17, SE = 0.05, p <.001, and b = -0.11, SE = 
0.03, p <.001, respectively (R2adjusted = .08). Higher levels of endorsement of the poverty items 
were negatively associated with support for welfare. Including political ideology in the models 
resulted in a significant increase in R2, F(1,448) = 49.54, p <.001 (R2adjusted = .17). 
Similar results were obtained when examining the single support for welfare item. 
Regression analysis suggested that each of the two perceptions of poverty items were associated 
with support for welfare when controlling for experimental condition, b = -0.31, SE = 0.06, p 
<.001, and b = -0.12, SE = 0.04, p <.001, respectively (R2adjusted = .11). Including political 
ideology in the models resulted in a significant increase in R2, F(1,448) = 34.18, p <.001 
(R2adjusted = .17). These findings suggest that perceptions of poverty are important predictors of 
attitudes/support for welfare. Moreover, political ideology is an important factor to consider 
when examining perceptions of poverty and attitudes/support for welfare (see Figures 4 and 5). 
My primary hypothesis was that if participants completed a simulation demonstrating 
how difficult it is to live/get out of poverty, their perspective on poverty and welfare programs 
could be altered. To test whether mean levels of agreement differed between the simulation and 
control conditions, I conducted several ANOVAs, controlling for political ideology.2 Results 
indicated no difference between the simulation and control conditions in agreement of the 
statement “Do you think poor people are responsible for their own poverty?”, F(1,453) = 0.01, p 
= .921, p = .00. There was, however, a significant difference between treatment and control on 
the item “Do you think poor people can get out of poverty by themselves?”, F(1,453) = 5.35, p 
=.003, p = .019 (see Figure 6). Those in the treatment condition were less likely to think that 
the poor could get out of poverty themselves (M = 3.30, SD = 0.85) compared to the control (M 
                                                          
2 Political ideology was also examined as a moderator. Despite the presence of a significant main effect, political 
ideology did not moderate the effect of perspective taking condition on and outcome variables. 
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= 3.51, SD = 0.78). There were no significant differences on the Welfare Attitude scale, 
F(1,454) = 0.11, p = .741, p = .00, or support for welfare, F(1,454) = 0.21, p =.645, p = .00. 
Study 2 Discussion 
The main hypothesis of this study was that perspective taking would reduce 
individualistic perceptions on poverty and improve attitude/support for welfare programs. This 
experiment, like Study 1, was designed to divide this hypothesis into two sub-sections, the effect 
on view on poverty and the effect on views on welfare. For the effect on attitude on and support 
for welfare programs I found no effect of perspective taking on an individual’s view of welfare 
programs. There were no significant differences between the control and experimental group 
based on the welfare attitude and welfare support measures (the same measures as in Study 1).  
I did find a significant effect of the experimental condition on participants’ perception of 
poverty. The participants who underwent the simulation as a form of perspective taking were 
more likely to view poverty as an institutional problem. They understood that being in poverty 
was a difficult situation and that getting out of poverty is difficult to do without assistance from 
the outside. The secondary hypothesis of this study was the same as in Study 1, that different 
individual characteristic lead to a difference in view on poverty. I replicated the results found in 
Study 1, and determined that political ideology is a significant predictor of an individual’s view 
on poverty when examining the three poverty measures. The same trends from conservative to 
moderate to liberal were seen on all four measures, the same as in Study 1. 
These results are consistent with previous research on perspective taking of out-groups. 
Perspective taking has been used in many different contexts to bridge divides, such as those 
induced by racial prejudices (Shih et al., 2009) and preconceptions about those in recovery from 
alcohol and drug abuse (Chung & Slater, 2013). The same effect emerges with views of poverty. 
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Specifically, perceptions towards those in poverty is improved with an increased understanding 
of the difficulties those in poverty face. When it comes to factors that influence perceptions of 
poverty there was a replicate pattern from Study 1, in which key demographic characteristics are 
correlated with perceptions and attitudes.  
General Discussion 
The studies presented were aimed at examining not only peoples’ perceptions of poverty 
and attitudes/support towards welfare, but also seeing if these viewpoints could be altered for the 
better and worse. As so many Americans rely on social welfare programs, attitudes toward those 
in poverty and support for welfare have strong policy implications (Soss & Schram, 2007). Two 
poverty measures and two welfare measures (one scale and a single-item measure of general 
support) were examined across two studies. In both studies, demographic factors were examined 
and analyzed for correlations. Moreover, the impact of cue and perspective taking were 
examined in the two studies.  
Study 1 demonstrated that if a participant’s view of poverty was directed towards a 
certain image, an image that triggers bias, then their opinions would be altered. An important 
aspect of this manipulation was to avoid having a participant shield their explicit bias by 
answering the questions the way they thought was acceptable. To accomplish this, I attempted to 
trigger their implicit bias by having them form an image stratified by race or gender. To do this I 
could not ask them to picture black poverty or female poverty. Instead, I cued them to make their 
own picture based on their assigned treatment condition by asking them about the percent of 
different groups using welfare program. The prediction was that these cues would trigger bias, 
and the bias would lead to more negative attitudes. 
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Study 1 results show that although participants in the gender or bias cued conditions 
generally showed that they had more positive attitudes and support towards welfare, there was no 
effect on perceptions of poverty. The greatest effect was on the support for welfare where those 
in the gender cue condition were significantly less likely to get rid of welfare programs than 
those in the control. Although the idea that bias affects one’s view on welfare is supported by 
previous research (Federico, 2005), being cued by gender bias (and to a lesser extent, racial bias) 
increased support for welfare. These findings appear inconsistent with Federico’s (2005) work. 
This leads me to believe that being cued into one’s bias increases the appearance of the necessity 
of those programs. If a participant believe that a group is below them, or need more help than 
themselves, they may also realize a greater disparity for those groups.  
Study 2 examined the impact of a simulation designed to get participants to assume the 
role of someone in poverty. To operationalize perspective taking I designed a simulation based 
on national statistics, and realistic scenarios. The goal was that by undergoing the simulation 
there would be an increase in empathy and understanding for individuals in poverty. The results 
show that when a participant underwent perspective taking that their understanding of the 
structural barriers that those in poverty face increased. For the question “Do you think poor 
people can get out of poverty by themselves?” participants in my poverty simulation treatment 
were more likely to believe that they could not get out by themselves. However, I found almost 
no difference between the treatment and control condition on the poverty question “Do you think 
poor people are responsible for their own poverty” with most participants choosing either 
“maybe” or “no”. This demonstrates that although perspective taking did affect the perceived 
difficulty of getting out of poverty, it did not affect on the perceived fault of getting into poverty. 
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This is reasonable because the simulation only had the participants make choices as if they were 
in poverty, and had no contextualization of how one gets into poverty. 
Study 1 and Study 2 had a different pattern of results when it came to altering perceptions 
of poverty and support for welfare. The bias cue manipulation in Study 1 significantly affected 
attitudes towards welfare while the perspective taking manipulation in Study 2 affected 
perceptions of poverty; neither study did both. It is plausible that the cueing in Study 1 impacted 
attitudes towards welfare programs and not perceptions of poverty because there might be more 
implicit bias involved in attitudes towards welfare, while for perceptions of poverty the bias is 
freely displayed. The manipulation may have magnified already held biases, rather than altering 
them. Therefore, if a person has more subconscious bias involved in the thought process behind 
keeping welfare programs, then this would explain the observed effect. It is important in future 
studies to examine the differentiation of mind that happens between perceptions of the poor and 
assistance to the poor.  
In Study 2 it is easier to understand why there was only a significant effect of the 
manipulation for the perception of poverty measures. The simulation was meant to be an act of 
perspective taking, which decreases the perceived difference between two groups (Wand et al., 
2013); in this case the participant and the poor. The simulation put the participants through an 
experience that reflected the difficulties of living in poverty, not the necessity of welfare 
programs. As such the results show only differences in the perceived difficulties of being in 
poverty. 
In both studies, political ideology was a highly significant predictor of the two poverty 
perception measures and the three welfare measures. The same linear relation from conservative 
to moderate to liberal trend was seen for both studies.  For both poverty measure those who 
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identified as liberal were more likely to see poverty as difficult to get out of, and less of the fault 
of the individual than those who identified as conservative. Conservatives were more likely to 
get rid of welfare programs and saw them as less positive programs than liberals. These are 
consistent with past analysis of political ideology that those who relate to a conservative 
perspective put more weight on individual choices and actions and those who relate to the liberal 
perspective put more weight on institutional structures as it relates to poverty (Edelmen, 1977). 
The above findings indicate that both bias, and political ideology are factors when it comes to 
views on poverty and welfare. They also indicate that perspective taking is a way to increase 
understanding and empathy for those in poverty. 
Limitations and Future Directions 
There are some limitations to the research conducted. One limitation is the 
operationalization of cueing individuals’ view of poverty based on bias in Study 1. Although I 
found that the treatment did have an effect, it is not certain if the cue changed the participant’s 
image of poverty or if it had another effect that led to the results. Without having a done a 
manipulation check, there is no certainty that the participants noticed the race or gender cue. For 
Study 2 there was also no manipulation check and no way to confirm that the participants in the 
treatment condition took perspective. There are also a few confounds that pose a threat to 
internal validity. In Study 2, the simulation increased the duration of the survey, this could be a 
procedural confound and the duration of the survey could have influenced the responses. There is 
also a possible sequencing confound in Study 2, because different participants experienced 
different exposure to the simulation depending on how far they got. Another more obvious 
limitation is generalizability to the United States population. With both studies being a sample of 
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convenience, the majority of participants were female, college students in their 20’s which is not 
a representative sample.  
Future research should be done to further determine the various factors that influence 
poverty and welfare program perceptions. I found that bias, political ideology, and empathy 
(triggered by perspective taking) are important factors. At the same time, opinions on this matter 
are complex and it is important to look at other variables. Additional factors that could be 
examined in future research include participants’ zip codes to see if location has an effect on 
perception of poverty, participant or participant’s child participates in the national free and 
reduced lunch program, and employment status. It is necessary to determine the different factors 
that influence perceptions in order to educate the public on poverty and welfare programs 
efficiently and effectively. An altogether different but equally important line of research should 
explore ways to lessen the race and gender biases as they pertain to welfare and government 
assistance programs. Perspective taking in this study was not used as way to reduce bias, but it 
would be relevant to see if procedures from the simulation conditions and bias cued conditions 
could be combined to see if perspective taking reduced the effect of the bias. Wider studies 
should be done on the use of perspective taking for the general population and see if similar 
results are observed.  
Conclusion  
The study of perceptions on poverty and welfare programs is important and relevant in 
today’s society. When these perceptions are negative and lacking a factual basis the 
consequences can be not only economically detrimental but cognitively damaging to this subset 
of the population. Perspective taking is a valid way to combat some of these negative perceptions 
but more work needs to be done. We need to find ways to combat the biases and various other 
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factors that go into such perceptions in order to improve not only the lives of those who are 
impoverished but also the economy as a whole.  
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Table 1 
Perceptions of Poverty Variables, Attitudes Towards Welfare Variables, and Demographic 
Variables: Correlations and Descriptive Statistics (Study 1) 
 
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1. Age -          
2. Sex -.030 -         
3. Race -.067 -.134 -        
4. Education level .496*** .117 -.195* -       
5. Political ideology -.271** .119 .127 .110  -      
6. Socio-economic status -.046 .060 -.088 .015 -.001 -     
7. Do you think poor 
people are responsible 
for their own poverty? 
-.159 .189* -.082 .197* .527*** .139 -    
8. Do you think poor 
people can get out of 
poverty by themselves. 
-.003 .222* -.051 .270** .448*** .162 .434*** -   
9. Welfare Attitude .103 -.179* .127 -.213* -.468*** -.054 -.458*** -.448*** -  
10. Welfare Support .030 -.135 .075 -.182* -.417** -.025 -.477** -.402** .574** - 
***. Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level (2-tailed). 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  
 
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Mean 25.86 1.87 1.88 4.83 2.36 2.89 2.49 3.51 1.85 1.46 
Std. 
Deviation 
10.42 .40 1.39 1.74 .71 1.03 .58 .90 .53 .62 
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Table 2 
Rank the following statements on whether you agree or disagree. - If I could choose, I would get 
rid of Welfare Programs (lower numbers = more agreement)  
 
 
Condition Mean Std. Deviation N 
Race Cue 1.39 .679 38 
Gender Cue 1.30 .516 40 
Control 1.68 .601 44 
Total 1.47 .619 122 
 
 
Contrast Results (K Matrix) 
Condition Simple Contrasta 
Dependent 
Variable 
Level 1 vs. Level 3 Contrast Estimate -.255 
Hypothesized Value 0 
Difference (Estimate - Hypothesized) -.255 
Std. Error .123 
Sig. .040 
95% Confidence Interval for 
Difference 
Lower Bound -.498 
Upper Bound -.012 
Level 2 vs. Level 3 Contrast Estimate -.305 
Hypothesized Value 0 
Difference (Estimate - Hypothesized) -.305 
Std. Error .122 
Sig. .014 
95% Confidence Interval for 
Difference 
Lower Bound -.547 
Upper Bound -.064 
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Table 3 
Perceptions of Poverty Variables, Attitudes Towards Welfare Variables, and Demographic 
Variables: Correlations and Descriptive Statistics (Study 2) 
 
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1. Age -          
2. Sex .013 -         
3. Race .020 -.032 -        
4. Education level .054 -.058 -.131** -       
5. Political ideology -.034 .052 .022 .108*  -      
6. Socio-economic status -.048 -.093* -.236*** .055 -.090* -     
7. Do you think poor 
people are responsible 
for their own poverty? 
-.042 .159*** -.027 .072 .374*** -.103* -    
8. Do you think poor 
people can get out of 
poverty by themselves. 
.042 .179*** -.072 .082 .307*** -.087 .394*** -   
9. Welfare Attitude -.086 -.071 .027 -.186*** -.397*** .086 -.246*** -.2.38*** -  
10. Welfare Support -.053 -.064 .043 -.175*** -.372*** .117* -.313*** -.240*** .604*** - 
***. Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level (2-tailed). 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
 
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Mean 
26.66 1.82 1.94 4.43 2.48 3.11 2.55 3.40 1.78 1.52 
Std. 
Deviation 
90.98 .42 1.31 1.24 .63 1.02 .54 .83 .52 .65 
N 
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Figure 1. Welfare attitude and support by political ideology (Study 1) 
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Figure 2. Perceptions of Poverty by political ideology (Study 1) 
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Figure 4. Welfare attitude and support by political ideology (Study 2) 
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Figure 5. Perceptions of Poverty by political ideology (Study 2) 
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Figure 6. Perception of poverty by condition 
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Appendix A 
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Appendix B 
Poverty Perception Questions & Welfare Attitude and Support Questions (Study 1, Study 2) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
